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EATH DEFERRED 



By Luk« Thoma* 



FOR the first time in all his leventeen y<ar« 
of life. Danny Hughes dreaded the coming 
of spring. For in the spring, when the steel 
grasp of winter relaxed, and Che snow began 
to leave the Blaclc Hills, he was going lo die. 
The man who was going to kill him. Buck 
Horsley, was working with him now. He wis 
dredging rock and sand out of the hole in the 

eyes set close together. All winter he had gone 
unshaven, and now ■ thick tangle of black 
beard masked half his face. He never smiled, 
but sometimes when he sneered at Danny, he 
showed long, yellow leeth. He showed them 
now as he left his own hole and walked toward 

"You ain't working very hard." he grated. 
He kicked at the little pile of glittering sand 
Danny had taken from the river that morning. 
"1 can do better than that with one hand. 
You'te stalling, kid! You been stalling ever 



ncle diei 



1 I a: 



0 dig gold, and we're going to 
get gold! Ain't niy fault the pneumonia got 
yer uncte. and that we got frozen in for the 
winter. Or that there ain'l nothing to da but 
work and eat and sleep! We're getting rich, 
ain't we? Or we would if you'd stop your loaf- 
ing and bend yer back!" 

Danny had always hated a lie, but he had to 
lie now. It was for lime, for a little longer to 
live. Buck didn't know that Danny knew what 
he was up to. Until he did suspect, or until 
the spring came and they could get out of this 
froien trap, Danny was safe. Buck needed hii 



)Uld r 



gold 



thin one man ! Two men could fill the fal 
leather pokes that Buck planned on taking 
iway with him— alone! 

Danny said. "I'm doing the best I can. Buck. 
My hole isn't as rich as yours. It's getting so 
that lately I hardly get more than a couple of 
ouneei a day. You got no call to say 1 don't 
work hard," 

Pot a moment Buck itared at him. Agilnit 
the black beard hri skin showed stack and gray 
with fatigue, 

"He's not getting much sleep lately." Danny 
thought with 1 



ing hin 



hmg ( 



. Is 



a hawk aftei 
Is he going lo kill me now?" His grip tight- 
ened on the long handled shovel he held. He 
wmU tckC aU rlckt, but h* knew it would 



be useless against the man's brute atrengttu 
He would just have to die fighting. 

Buck spat into the snow, "I got a call to 
say anything I want, kid. But we ain't going 
to argue it now. Just get back to work and 
make that pile of dust grow before sundown t" 
He turned and walked back to his own dig- 
gings. 

Even through the heavy gloves he won 
Danny fell his lingers trembling on the handla 
of the shovel. His knees were weak and there 

coming suspicious, was wondering if Danny 
knew his scheme! Probably, had not greed won 
out. the man would have killed him a moment 
ago. Out of the corner of his eye Danny 

Buck was greedy and he wanted ail the gold 
he could gel. So Danny lived yet. 

The boy fingered the gold dust in the pocket 
of his breeches, where he had managed to hide 
it. Then, when the day was almost over, he 
would go to the cabin silting back in the clump 
of stark, black cottonwoods. Once in the cabin 
he had to move like lightning, putting the dust 
into the hiding place he had selected. Some- 



ered 



cabin after him. cast- 
ices in Danny's di 
the old shotgun a 



the 



It was the only weapon in the camp, that 
ancient shotgun, Danny's uncle, when he had 
hired Buck as a hand, had insisted that the 



ing no 



iapons 



vith h 



s death had canceled it out, Th« 
day after the burial, when Danny had looked 
for the single box of shells, they were gone. 
He had searched high and low. but no sheila. 
When he asked Buck about them the man 
looked at him strangely, and wilh his usual 
sneer said, "Don't know nothing about them 
shotgun shells! Weren't in my keeping, was 
they?" 

Then a day or so later, Danny's snowshoea 
had disappeared. Without snowshoes it would 
be suicide for anyone to liv to re.ifh the near- 
est cabin fifty miles away. He knew he was 
doomed then. Buck had the sh'ells. hidden 
away until he needed Ihem. and winter held 
the boy a prisoner until that time came. 

Lying on his bunk thai nieht. watching the 
fire slowly dying. Danny almost wished thai 
Buck would get it over with. For weeks now 
he had b«ea the ttembliag mouae, and Buck 
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»h« eat. Danny grinned tourly to himself — 
he was a slave kopi alive so he could mine 
fold for Buck. Leaving the shotgun on the 
peg was just another of Buck's cruel joltet— 
it wu no good without tjle shells, unless you 
could us* it as a club. But Buck would never 
give him a chance to do thai. Buck was always 
behind, always watching, hardly ever sleep- 
ing. He never entered or left the cabin with- 
out first looking to see where Danny was, 
and he never let the boy gel behind him. And 
when spring cams . . . 

Buck seemed to have read his thoughts. Ha 
spoke now from his place before the fire. 

"Seemed to me there wa» a sniff of spring 
in the air today, kid. She ought to be break- 
ing up soon. Then we can lake Our gold and 
get out of this blasted hole. Have us some 
fun in town. Only you got to work harder, 
ot your poke ain't going lo be very fat, kid. 
Hey, kid do you hear me?" 

Danny feigned sleep. There was nothing lo 
aay lo Buck. There was nothing lo do but 
hope, and lo cast desperately around ior same 
way out at ihe last. Every day, every hour, 
every minute that ticked away might be his 
last. Unless someone stopped hy the camp, 
some trapper, perhaps, or another miner. And 
that, Danny knew, was the faintest hope of all. 

Two weeks passed. Danny worked hard, 
always managing lo conceal ihe real size of 
his daily haul, and always managing to hide 
it in the cabin, in the place that Buck would 
never think of looking. The days were a little 
warmer now, and Buck's eyes rested more and 
more on the shotgun. 

One day Buck moistened his finger and held 
It aloft to the breeze, "Chinook," he said, 
"right out of the south. Sure won't be long 
now. kid. Let's see you put yer back into that 
ahovel, I ain't wanting to stay here a day 
longer than necessary." 

Thai night Danny decided lo gamble. Why 
not, he thought? It's only a matter of hours 
now until he kills me. He won't wait until the 
mow is all gone, until ihere is a chance of 
someone coming lo the camp. By the time 
spring is really here he'll want me dead and 
safely under the ground. It's got to be tonight. 

When Buck started to snore Danny got cau- 
tiously out of his bunk. The roiting puncheon 
floor creaked beneath him. Embers, drowsing 
in the fireplace, sent ruby fingers of light up 
(he wall, touching the shotgun and making it 
glint. "I'd give every ounce in my poke." 
Danny thought, "for just one shell. For just 



He tiptoed toward th» door. If he could (M 
outside, dive into the snow hillocks beyond 
Ihe river, he might have a chance. Not nnuch 
of a chance, because it was fifty mile* to 
safety, and ii wat atill winter in the land. But 
her* he had no chance at all. Better to risk 

"You going somewhere, kid?" It was Buck, 
wide awake, leering at him in the half dark, 

Danny stammered, glancing wildly around 
for a weapon. There could be no further delay 
now, h« knew. This was the moment he had 
been dreading for so long. Buck knew that 
he knewt Buck would have to kill him tonight 1 

The boy tried to keep his voice Arm, "Please. 
Buck! Lei me go, I — I won't make any trouble 
for you, I promise. You can have my share 
of Ihe gold, too Just let me leave now!" It 
was sniveling, and Danny knew It, but he was 
so afraid. So helpless. If only he were a littM 
bigger, a littler stronger, or had a weapon! 

It was Buck who had the weapon. The shot- 
gun! He look it down from over the fireplace, 
broke it, and from his irouset pocket took a 
couple of shells. In the eerie gleam of the tire 
his face was cruel- He cocked both barrels of 
tb« gun with a snick — lUJcA, 

^^^^OU ain'i going to go nowhere. 

M- Except out there beneath that snow. 
Should have done il long ago. since you ain't 
mined enough gold lately to pay fer keeping 
you alive! I was a fool to delay it this long, 
but, that's all over With you out of the way 
maybe I can get me a good night of sleep." 

"No." said Dannyi "Don't , , ," He saw the 
determination in the man's eyes, and stopped. 
Might as well die like a man! Wasn't any 
harder thai way So Buck was going to use 
the shotgun after all. Welt , . 

Buck pulled the trigger. There was a blind- 
ing flash and a roar Smoke filled the cabin. 
A man screamed in anguish. 

Danny weni to where Buck was groveling 
on the floor. With a rope he tied the man hand 
and foot. Then he attended lo Buck's fact. 

"1 reckon," he said, "thai thota eyes of yourt 
will be all right after a spell. You'll be able 
to see the bars." 

Later, as he made preparations for laayfng 
the cabin for help, Danny thought how lilCky 
for him that Buck had decided on th* shotgun. 
The one place where Danny could ha.va hLddaa 
his gold dust safely — in the barrel*! But, tha 
boy thought, rag sluHing and a few pounda 
of gold dust will mak* any gun explode when 
you try to fit* it I 

THE END 
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